Introduction: Books versus cigarettes
On 2 November 1971, René Pleven, the French Minister of Justice, announced that families would no longer be allowed to send Christmas food packages to inmates. This was seen as a particularly oppressive and callous response to a spate of protests inside French prisons which had culminated in the death of two hostages at Clairvaux prison in September of that year.
1 Newspapers and magazines were also banned in some prisons in order to curtail the circulation of various left-wing journals.
In November 2013, Chris Grayling, UK Secretary of State for Justice and Tory Party MP, announced that those serving prison sentences in the UK would no longer be entitled to receive packages from the outside. Again, this announcement was timed to be right before Christmas. Inmates were prevented from receiving books from friends, family or even libraries and charities. They were also banned from receiving gifts and handmade cards from their children. As with the Christmas food packages in France, one of the reasons given here was the risk of smuggling contraband into prisons.
In both cases, public intellectuals and writers vehemently denounced the bans. Yet, the authors who have spoken out against Grayling's recent legislation have tended to take the gesture at face value, reading it as a symbolic act on the part of Grayling, an act of zero tolerance which fails to take into account the role of literacy and reading in rehabilitating offenders. However, if we identify this practice of banning packages and, more specifically, books from prison as an age-old technique associated with the management and control of inmates, we should resist the knee-jerk reaction of condemning such a technique as archaic and draconian. Instead, pursuing a similar line of enquiry as Angela Davis in her critique of US prison reforms, 2 we should ask, what is really at stake in Grayling's ban? It may well be that this ban does not stem from a failure to appreciate the value of reading or the importance of maintaining contact with friends and family on the outside. Nor, perhaps, is this simply about issuing a warning to would-be criminals about the harsh deprivations they will face in prison. How might such legislation form part of a serious modification to the myth of rehabilitation long maintained as part of UK discourses of incarceration and detention?
The role and function of incarceration in countries such as France and the UK is shifting. Such shifts are mostly imperceptible, and when the media does pick up on changes to legislation or new measures such as the ban on smoking, much of the response produced by the intellectual Left tends to provide a smokescreen rather than a serious analysis and confrontation to such measures and their underlying discourses. Grayling's book ban, when linked to the workfare programs endorsed inside and outside prison by his party, raises wider questions about the role of education in an increasingly unequal system. Who should have access to certain forms of education? Who, by contrast, should be restricted to training and apprenticeships? How does one ensure those unable, unwilling or unqualified to work are channelled back into the labour market or, as in the US, safely warehoused for extensive and indefinite periods of time?
This chapter takes these questions as its starting point along with the failure of intellectuals and radical and mainstream media, together with the public, to fully engage with the stakes and implications of incarceration in late capitalist society on anything beyond a superficial level. In calling for different questions and voices here, I propose that the work and legacy of the Groupe d'Information sur les Prisons (GIP) embodies a moment where the conditions and function of the prison was, albeit briefly, seriously challenged and problematized. On the one hand, inmates and their families were given a voice previously denied to them. On the other hand, this was also a moment in which intellectuals, the media and the public came to recognize their role in the debate.
In considering the legacy of the GIP, our focus must always be the history of the present (Foucault, 1977: 31) . This chapter will make a case for the continued relevance of the work of the GIP, taking stock of
